tragedy Numancia about a small band of Spanish Christians who throw themselves from a tower in order to avoid being brutalized by an army of invading Romans in the second century. But the story continues to hold a permanent place in the Mexican imagination despite questionable historical grounds, which leads me to ask: Why is this story so important? Why has the suicide of military cadets come to symbolize an integral part of Mexican nationalism?
Both the mural and the myth interest me for what they say about the manner in which nationalism is both historically constructed and constructed historically. By this I mean that nationalism is both the subject of a developing historical process that involves the transmission of myriad images through artistic representation, as well as a discourse that is firmly rooted in an actualized concept of the past. Intellectuals, historians, politicians, and artists who witnessed the Mexican-American War worked assiduously to understand what happened and make others understand its lessons. As their work filled the voids of public memory, certain stories, ideas, and concepts became the bedrock foundation for all conceptualization of national character articulated after the war. Thus the immediate impressions of those who survived-the sense of outrage, impotence, and violation-in time became the central narrative line. As these notions of defeat were incorporated into the national narrative and disseminated through public education, contemporary crises came to be viewed through the lens of the past. No one questions whether the Mexican-American War actually took place because the evidence of its reality is readily apparent in the treaty that ended hostilities, the written testimonies of those who experienced it, and the border that amputated a significant section of the country. Yet, from what by all accounts was the most astonishing failure of Mexican history, the nation has been able to create a narrative of heroism and resistance that endows tragedy with a sacralized patriotic sentiment.
The central contention of this book, to paraphrase Marx's dramatic opening to The Communist Manifesto (1848), is that the specter of failure haunts Mexico's historical imagination. This is particularly true for representations of the independence movement and the nation-building process of the nineteenth century. One of the most recent, not to mention entertaining, descriptions of the period comes from México: Lo que todo ciudadano quisiera (no) saber de su patria (2006), Denise Dresser and Jorge Volpi's cheeky parody of the free civics and history textbooks that the federal government distributes to all Mexican schoolchildren. "Una sola cosa puede decirse del siglo XIX: fue un absoluto desastre. Todo lo malo que podía pasarle a un país, pasó," [Only one thing can be said for the nineteenth century: it was an absolute disaster. Everything bad that could happen
